Narrations of a nation: Montenegrin self-representation through (re) construction of cultural memory (Balkan empress, 1884) by the Prince and the first Montenegrin king Nikola I Petrović Njegoš, the opera with the same name by Dionisio de Sarno-San Giorgio (1891) and then one more time in 2006, when the opera was premiered, in the given political and cultural contexts.
Nations are signified by their narrations, based on the constructed cultural memory. The first Montenegrin national play Balkanska carica (Balkan Empress) by the Montenegrin Prince Nikola I Petrović Njegoš (1884), later (1891) set as an opera by Dionisio de Sarno-San Giorgio , 1 embodies discourse of heroism through a medieval battle between Montenegro (Zeta) and the Ottomans from the end of the fifteenth century, symbolysing contemporary, nineteenth-century political program as a signifier of the Serbian-Montenegrin cultural memory.
Montenegro was internationally renowned due to the bravery of her soldiers, capable to resist to the much more powerful Ottomans and keep the autonomy. In 1858 Montenegrin army of about 7,500 soldiers led by Grand Duke Mirko Petrović (elder brother of Nikola I's predecessor Danilo II Petrović Njegoš, r. 1851-1860) won a victory over twice as large Ottoman army at the Battle of Grahovac. During the reign of Nikola Petrović Njegoš I the Principality was significantly enlarged due to the combined outcome of wars against Turks and diplomatic activities. At the Berlin Congress Montenegro won the status of independent country in 1878. By that time, the Prince Nikola I has already established diplomatic relations with the main powers. Due to the extensive diplomatic contacts with the European powers, the royal capital, a very small town of Cetinje, was a center of diplomacy, with AustroHungarian, Belgian, Bulgarian, English, German, Italian, French, Ottoman, Russian and Serbian mission. 3 The international relations of Montenegro were successful for one more specific reason: the Prince Nikola and the Princess Milena Petrović had twelve children, and five of their nine daughters were married to European royalty. For this reason, the Montenegrin King was known as "the father-in-law of Europe": With his theatre play, the author also aimd to stress the continuity of the Montenegrin statehood, which resulted in identity narratives on a Golden Age and a Heroic Age. The Prince Nikola I gave a great contribution to the culture of his land too. Intending to achieve the Central European forms of cultural life, which was a rather demanding task, he himself wrote the first national theatre play, along with poetry. Since the Montenegrin environment, however, expressed resistance to everything that was not directly related to the discourse of heroism, the Prince had to develop a cunny strategy to establish theatre life. During the writing of the drama (1881-1884), he was reading daily its newly written parts to a chosen circle of friends. This led to a lively discussion about the possibilities of the future course of dramatic action in entire Cetinje, and soon the citizens of the capital recited parts of the play by heart. As this was the first Montenegrin national drama, intellectuals around the Prince took care of its performance, so that the Dobrovoljno diletantsko društvo Cetinjske čitaonice (Voluntary amateurs' society of the Cetinje Reading room) was established.
Montenegro, to speak figuratively, is the Robin Hood of Europe, a dauntless champion of liberty that, with Freedom's clarion-cry ever on the lips, has for hundreds of years stood facing fearful odds, fearless of men, fearing God alone. Meanwhile her valiant sons, with all the fierceness of their nature, have fought for their very lives, the might of the most powerful armies in the world failing to quench their matchless courage, or to break down their unwearied defence. Montenegro is hemmed in by Albania (Turkey), Novi Pazar (Turkey), Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Dalmatia; some of these are hard names to remember, but then this is a hard land, inhabited by a hardy people. Only a very little of Montenegro fringes the sea, for both Turkey and Austria are extremely jealous of this tiny kingdom
Princess Ljubica,
The Montenegrin identity narrative appears as a story of a Golden
7 This was actually a komad s pevanjem (theatre play with music). Due to the patriotic subject, glorious heroes, brave Montenegrin women, and also due to the communicativeness of music numbers, the theatre play was popular very soon and it was recorded that "there were not similar excitement ever". 8 Nikola Petrović has chosen an episode from the fifteenth-century history of Zeta, then governed by Ivan Crnojević (r. 1465-1490), and finished his theatre play precisely on the 400th anniversary of the monastery dedicated to this medieval Montenegrin ruler. The family Crnojević is famous not only because of their military successes against the Ottoman army and diplomacy with Venice, but also because they established the first printing office in Southeast Europe in Cetinje in 1493. They also built the Orthodox monastery in Cetinje, around which the capital would later emerge. In the drama and hence in the opera, the historical facts were not strictl followed: instead of three sons of Ivan Crnojević (Đurađ, Stefan and Staniša), 9 only two are mentioned (Đorđe Consequently, the theatre play/libretto is signified by the identification topics of Serbs from Montenegro, and these are: 1) the epic narrative of history, 2) both men and women are heroes and warriors in the name of patriotism, and 3) the Orthodox faith.
The Ottomans are referred to as the enemies, butchers, merciless wolves and the Islamic threat to Christianity.
10 Maria Todorova touches upon such images: "The enormous output of anti-Turkish propaganda obviously created a stereotyped image of the Ottoman as savage, bloody, and inhuman, and produced a demonized antagonist epitomizing the hereditary enemy of Christendom". 11 In spite of such negative characteristics of the Other, the Montenegrin heroes respect the most important qualities in their own hierarchy of values: the heroism of the Ottoman warriors, who used "swords which cut well" and "lances which fly straight" and, consequently, their power. It is precisely this power that is a fatal temptation for Stanko Crnojević. Unable to accept such a development, and his offer to become the Balkan empress some day, Danica committed suicide, proving that patriotism and honour are the most important aspects in the life of a true Montenegrin woman.
The Prince's theater play inspired the Italian diplomat and composer Dionisio de Sarno San-Giorgio (1856-1937) to write the opera Balkanska carica ('Balkan Empress') as his political dedication to Nikola Petrović Njegoš. The composer was aware of the shortcomings in its dramaturgy and he did not even have expectations to see his work performed. There was no a specific libretto for this opera, that is, San-Giorgio only chose determined parts from the drama and set them to music, as he explained in the preface to the vocal score: 
12
San Giorgio made apparent that he wrote this opera primarily as his (political) dedication to the prince (1860-1910), and afterwards the king (1910) (1911) (1912) (1913) (1914) (1915) (1916) (1917) (1918) of Montenegro, Nikola Petrović Njegoš I in whose country he served as a diplomat, and whose drama was the basis of the libretto. "The most beautiful award for my work would be if I am lucky to receive His Excellency Prince Nikola The First's graceful acceptation and respect for it. I am proud of his highest permissi on to write my name at the end of this modest work." 13 For this reason, the composer named his opera as Balkan Empress, drama in three acts by Nikola I the Prince of Montenegro.
By choosing the lines almost exclusively from the roles of the two main characters in the drama, Stanko Crnojević and Danica, with the supporting roles of Ivan Crnojević, Uglješa and Marta, the composer did not shed enough light on the plot, and therefore the libretto itself does not provide a sufficiently clear idea about the connections between events, the motivations of characters as to why they act in a certain manner, or the wider late fifteenth-century political context.
The Balkanska carica is modelled mainly upon the Italian Romantic opera, and some national elements are introduced through genre-scenes, mostly dances. In numerous operas from the Balkans, the Other is understandably embodied through the Ottoman characters.
14 In addition, different layers of the Orientalism are also recognizable in all the operatic texts. Although it is embodied through certain stereotypes and "fabricated constructs" in the relationship between East and West -"the Orient arouses anxieties and fears in almost equal measure with both imperialism itself and the social and intellectual conflicts of home" 15 -we cannot say that the Romantics from Southeastern Europe -"had highly individualized responses to their visions of the East, each a projection of their own fantasy worlds" like Byron and Shelley, for instance.
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In opposition to this, the Romantics' Other was part of their reality, their own political and cultural context. Characteristic of the opera is that "the 'cultural work' that is done by the arts when they evoke another society […] is not necessarily as repressive and regrettable. [...] It should not, that is, be assumed that the worldview that musical and other cultural texts of this sort support is necessarily pro-imperialist."
17
Due to omitting all scenes where the Ottomans participate in the stage action, de Sarno-San Giorgio stressed his focus on national self-representation, so that the three acts contain a sequence of arias by Stanko, Danica and other characters of Montenegrins. The central scene of the opera is a genre scene or the khorovod with a significant role to equal the self-representation with the national self-celebration: it contains folk songs performed by a choir and kolo circle dances.
The entire Scene 3 is a kolo consisting of eight parts (A-H), based on eight stanzas of the folk song U Ivana gospodara, celebrating beauty and heroism of Montenegrin women. The song is about a ruler Ivan and his two sons, for whom the father wants to find suitable wives. Every part of the varied strophic form includes two main themes, in accordance to two verses, which are repetead four times. Every verse is set to twomeasures phrases in the range of a fifth or sixth without leaps, resulting with a monotone movement, typical for epic poetry, which is in turn one of the signifiers of Montenegrin identity. The instrumental accompaniment is simple, based on the movement tonic-dominant. What produces contrast is first of all the tonal plan, and also harmony, melody and texture, while melody remains almost the same. In other words, entire scene is organised in a form of Glinka's variations. society, in whose hierarchy heroism occupied the highest place, status of women is specific, what is also confirmed by an example of Danica in this opera. 19 It was claimed by the proindependence politicians that it is a great day for the citizens of Montenegro to regain independence after 88 years, referring to 1918, when was established the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, later becoming the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. The process of reconstructing cultural memory included the construction of a new so-called Montenegrin language, Montenegrin Academy of Sciences, along with attempts of the declaration of the independent Montenegrin Orthodox church. The concerts and other events take place in several Montenegrin cities to mark the anniversary on the same day, including also visits to the monument of the country's most famous nineteenthcentury poet, Petar Petrović Njegoš, on the top of mountain Lovćen, under the auspices of the new government led by Milo Djukanović.
Although a Montenegrin himself does not respect his wife highly
Since 2006, a comprehensive reconstruction of the glorious past, spanning from the time of Zeta to the nineteenth-century Montenegrin Principality and Kingdom led by the members of the family Petrović Njegoš took place in the state cultural policy.
Since cultural memory is defined as the way a society ensures cultural continuity by preserving its collective knowledge -with the help of cultural mnemonics -from one generation to the next, rendering it possible for later generations to reconstruct their cultural identity. Precisely the drama Balkanska carica re-entered the repertoire of the national theaters, and also numerous gusle players. This was followed by the first performance of de Sarno-San Giorgio's opera in 2008, as a spectacle reviewed more in political than cultural and artistic narrative, confirming the re-inventing of national cultural memory. The opera Balkanska carica was performed in a rather new form, rearranged, significantly shortened, with added musical numbers and new orchestration, Even its end was changed and it became unrecognizable. Consequently, references to the past reassure the members of a society of their collective identity and supply them with an awareness of their unity and singularity in time and space-i. 
